
Terese looked dubiously at the pair of slouchy, black boots. She couldn’t imagine why anybody would wear something so wrinkled. Disturbed, she turned her gaze to the jeans. Julian wanted her to pay $200 for a pair of jeans with a huge hole in one knee and ragged cuffs? At least the sweater looked more or less normal. Black cable-knit. 


Well, if that was what people were wearing today. She shrugged her shoulders and began shrugging on her new clothes. At least Julian was still willing to buy for her. Much better than becoming some kind of anachronistic fool still wearing muslin and wooden shoes. 


When she looked in the mirror to see the full effect, she was highly disappointed. As usual. She wasn’t really sure why she always liked to stare in the mirror. Perhaps to remind herself that some of the rumors weren’t true. Her reflection was staring back at her, green eyes blinking, dark eyebrows quirked in an expression of confusion. True, her skin was perhaps a shade too light for her hair, and admittedly her lips were far too dark for her complexion, but really, she wasn’t ugly. Was she?


It was all the black, she though decisively. Maybe if she wore a color she would look better. Maybe a pink, a palest pink, would bring out the color in her cheeks (What color? The rational part of her mind wondered). Or maybe a green, to mirror her eyes.


But colors felt. . .they felt wrong, somehow. They made her skin crawl. Beauty and fashion were never worth discomfort in her mind.


“Luv, you about done in there?” Julian’s smooth voice didn’t have to raise in volume to be heard through the dressing room door. “I’m sure you’re looking just splendid. Come on out, let Julian have a look at you.”


Terese sighed, flipped her black hair over her shoulder. Placing one hand on the doorframe, she dramatically threw the door open. Everybody in the store abruptly swivelled to stare at her. A small smile pulled at her lips. She loved having that effect on mortals. One of the best things about her existence, really.


Julian clapped his hands in delight, long manicured nails clinking against one another. “Oh, Terese, darling, you look absolutely fabulous!” He drew out the last word. In any normal person, it would have sounded ridiculuous. On a gay man, it would have sounded effeminite. Julian managed to make it sound just the slightest bit threatening.


“Don’t lie to me, Julian,” Terese said, almost sadly, and dropped her arm and her glamour. The spell lifted off the other shoppers, and shaking their heads a little, they looked away from the sickly looking woman and returned to their own racks.


Julian gave her The Look. Terese was perfectly used to The Look. It was the one that said “Honey, stop yourself worrying about all these things you can’t change. This is your life now, accept it, embrace it. Now, let’s try on something else. How about that little black number.” She knew that was what The Look meant, because once she had asked, annoyed, what he was trying to tell her, with that raised eyebrow and chastising eyes. Now, that same phrase leapt to mind wheneer the saw The Look. 


“All right, all right,” she said, patting him placatingly on his arm. “I’ll try on the little black number.”


His face broke into a broad grin, white against the creamed coffee color of his skin. Lucky bastard, Terese thought. Death had been much kinder to the dark-skinned man. Perhaps there was a tinge of grey to that caramel latte color, and perhaps he was, as he put it “gone just about white thanks to that Dameon chap.” Still. At least he didn’t look as dry and pale as a piece of  paper. 


She tried on the little black number. And then the silk black number. For a change of pace, she tried on the the black pantsuit with a red rose. Then the black negligee. She did, however, draw the line at the pair of panties and push-up bra. 


“Jules!” she yelled, throwing the door open. Everyone turned to stare at her, but this time it was a normal reaction, to a screaming woman wearing only a black slip and bra. They quickly looked away, embarrassed. Not Julian, of course. He just cast a criticizing look over her.


“Terese, darling, you really should consider going to the gym,” he remarked. “You should take more pride in your personal appearance.”


“Yeah, Jules, fine, whatever,” she said, brushing off his words. “But seriously. Underwear? Underwear? You think that I can’t pick out my own fucking underwear?”


“You said that you wanted my help,” he protested mildly. “You wouldn’t want to be with some fine piece and have him discover that you’re wearing a pair of granny panties.”


“I don’t wear granny panties!” Terese screamed. Now everyone really was staring at her. She wished that she could feel the blood rise to her face. Too bad. She stormed back into her changing room, slamming the door behind her. “That’s it for today. We are done!”


“But we haven’t even gotten to stockings yet!” Julian moaned.

*     *     *


These functions were always such a drag. Terese wasn’t a fan of any big formality. She understood the purpose, of course. The sense of community that so many of their kind lacked in daily life. . .er, death. . .er. . .undeath. It wasn’t so much the actual conclave that she hated. It was the preparation.


She fingered through the clothes in her closet. Julian had her well-outfitted. She knew that any one of them would be appropriate. They would fit, clinging to her body in all the right places, and cut to the most modern fashion. But there were just so bloody many of them. . .how was one expected to choose?


“Oh, that does it,” she growled. Closing her eyes, she reached in, groping blindly until her hand came in contact with a swatch of material. Pulling it out, she was pleased to realize that she was holding a halter style dress. No sparkles, sequins, or baubles anywhere on her body. She grabbed her tallest pair of black boots to go with it.


As for the hair. . .she knew that a large number of them would be wearing their hair in complicated patterns, intricate braids, or brushed to a glossy sheen. She didn’t really have time for that. So instead she grabbed a rubber band and pulled her hair through it. One nice thing about death—rubber bands never got stuck in one’s hair.


She grabbed her clutch purse—another thing she would never understand about “modern” fashion. Why carry a purse in your hands? Couldn’t you just carry a wallet as easily? What ever happened to the big totebags of earlier eras? But, if this was what was “in” now, then it would just have to do. 


She ran down the stairs, skidding around a corner (gracefully, of course. She wasn’t sure that she could slide ungracefully, even if she bent all of her mind and considerable will to it) and reached the curb just as Julian was stepping out of the taxi.


“Terese!” he shouted, as flamboyantly as he did anything. Garnets sparkled in his hair, and lace spilled over the cuffs of his velvet suit. Terese rolled her eyes. She would never understand her friend: how he could walk around in tight-fiting Ts and leather pants 364 days out of his life, and one day insisted on lace, velvet, satin, and ridiculous stones everywhere. 


“Ready to go?” she aske, dashing past him and sliding into the taxi. She crossed her legs at the ankle. Her legs were cold—all of her was cold,  really, but that was a constant state of being. But the January air was particularly cruel to her bare legs. It wasn’t as though she had an option, she thought bitterly. Nylons really didn’t look well with her white skin. Unless she wore white ones. . .but then she looked like she was 12, instead of 297.


Julian laughed, a warm sound amid the swirling snow of a New Canals winter, and slid in next to her. “L’air du Aire, and step on it!” he swept his arm wide. 


The taxi driver didn’t know how to get to L’air du Aire, of course. Nobody in all of New York really did. Possibly because it didn’t exist. Not really. But if you circled 56th Street three times, drove past the Andel Convention Center, and then backed up along Campeau Avenue, it would suddenly appear on the left. A tall, black building. It didn’t stand out against the night sky, except that its inky darkness ate away the bright stars behind it. 


The taxi driver stared at the building for a long moment. “I ain’t never seen this here ‘fo,” he said, sounding almost angry and put out.


“Yes, well,” Julian didn’t really have an answer for the man. He reached into his pocket and pulled out several hundred dollar bills. I kept telling him to conserve his money, that eventually it would run out. He ignored me. He was probably right. He held shares in almost every stock in the world. He wouldn’t ever run out of easy cash, unless, of course, the entire world’s economy dropped at once. In which case, I realized, it wouldn’t really matter.


“Where the hell this come from?” the driver repeated, still ignoring Julian’s proferrerd money.


“Just forget about it,” Julian suggested. “Hon, you’ll just worry yourself sick.”


The driver turned around, grabbed Julian’s hand, pulled him forward. Julian winced. Common misconception: we do feel pain. Common truth: we don’t bruise. It’s a little hard with no blood of our own.


“Where’d this come from?” he asked, hissing at Julian’s face. Julian reached in his breastpocket, and pulled out a scented pink handkerchief which he held close to his nose, clearly trying not to breathe in the driver’s rank scent.


“I said to forget it,” Julian said. The taxi driver spit in his face.


Bad move,  buster, Terese thought. There was nothing Julian hated worse than disrespect. And, sure enough, he considered this to be a horrible form of disrespect.


Within moments her friend’s eyes had dilated, the black of the pupil eating up the whole of the brown. His fangs flashed for a brief moment, white against the brown of his skin. Seconds later they were plunged deep into the driver’s neck.


He only thrashed for a few moments, and when Julian pulled back, there were only a few drops of blood on the man’s neck. Julian dabbed delicately at a trickle of red running down his own mouth, and then carefully folded the pink cloth and placed it in the man’s coat. Julian was nothing if not neat.


He climbed out of the taxi, and extended his arm chivalrously toward Terese. She grabbed his arm and allowed him to pull her out of the small yellow cab. She looked back at the dead driver, a little put out.


“You could have shared,” she said. Julian smiled, a little abashed.


“Sorry,” he said. He did seem somewhat ashamed of himself, so Terese let it go.


They walked into the tall building, and were greeted by a shower of silver confetti. The room was decorated in the brilliant metal, and various shades of black were hung from the high ceilings and covered the tables. The room was mostly full: Julian always liked to arrive a little late.


Terese shook her head a bit at all of the hard work that had clearly been put into the conclave. Crystal chandeliers had been brought in from who knew where, and Oriental and Persian rugs covered the marble floors.


“Jefferson really outdid himself this time,” Julian said. “Look at this place. Absolutely fabulous!”


“You say that every year,” Terese mentioned, grabbing a long-stemmed flute from a passing waiter. Clearly a mortal, she realized disdainfully, under the influence of a master. His eyes held that glassy, glamoured look. She sipped at the drink, pleasantly surprised to taste Seelie. 


“Gods!” she said, staring at the sparkling red liquid. “Julian, you’ve got to try this! They got Seelie!”


Julian pulled a face. “Very expensive,” he agreed. “But just a little too. . .cool for my taste. Cold. I like my drink a little warmer, you know that.”


Terese shrugged her shoulders and took another sip. Nothing beet Seelie in her opinion. It tasted as smooth and icy as the Irish elves themselves. She hadn’t tasted this delicacy in years. How had Jefferson, a young vampire, gotten enough of it to serve his guests?


Julian wandered off, undoubtedly in search of a drink more akin to his tastes. Terese didn’t mind being left behind. It gave her the opportunity to stare at the others in the room.


Most of them she recognized from earlier enclaves. She was really quite pleased at the turnout this year, though. She noticed several of the Translynvania clan—Jefferson had really staged a coup getting them to come. Some others were from across the seas as well, though the majority were either American, or American immigrants. Travelling was hard, though, especially on vampires. There was really a discriminatingly little amount of night travel available. 


Julian suddenly appeared at her side again, sipping delicately at a blue drink that had to be mermaid. She had blinked and he had appeared. She shivered a little, reminded suddenly of how much older Julian was than herself. She could forget sometimes—often, really, with his exuberant personality and modern tastes. 


“Speaking of the devil,” Julian giggled a little, and Terese sighed. So much for him being the master vampire. . .he was already a little drunk, and after no more than one glass. In his defense, it was mermaid, which was packed quite a punch despite its smooth sweetness, but still.


Terese turned around, following the gaze of her friend’s eyes, and was a little surprised to see the young vampire at the end of the hall. He was young. . .not even a hundred years old, he could have passed for human even among their kind. His cheeks still retained a slight flush, his lips a mostly natural color. He dressed immaculately, in a tailored business suit, the perfect portrait of a young, American entrepreneur.


She blinked twice in the time it took him to move from one end of the hall to hers. Longer than it would have taken Julian, even on his worst day, but still far faster than any human could hope to move. 


“Julian, Terese, so glad the two fo you could make it!” Jefferson gushed. “It’s always good to see others from the city. What do you think about my little shindig. Pretty cool, isn’t it?”


Terese smiled at him, and inclined her head a little. Jefferson was really quite cute. He was so excited to be a vampire. And he should, really, she reflected. He was still young. The drawbacks hadn’t reached him yet. 


“Any really big dawgs?” Julian asked. Terese winced. She hated when the older vampire tried to speak in extremely colloquial terms. They just didn’t sound right, coming from his smooth, soft voice. Jefferson’s face lit up, though, and he did just the slightest bit of a dance. Terese had to wonder what he had been like as a human. He was quite nonthreatening at the moment, and she found it a little amusing how unassuming he must have been earlier.


“You guys will never believe who I got to come!” He gasped, and then leaned in conspiratorially. “Listen to this. . .Dameon is here!”


That was impressive. Terese and Julian stared at one another for a long moment. Dameon was one of the oldest vampires still around. If he was here, that instantly legitimized the event, turning it from a fun, simple conclave into a major event. 


“Dameon!” Julian gushed out loud. “I haven’t seen him in ages! How’s he been? Oh, Terese, hon, come on, we simply have to look him up!”


Terese allowed herself to be dragged along, perfectly aware that Julian was taking her for moral support. He wasn’t lying when he said that he hadn’t seen Dameon in ages. They had never met in all the time she’d known Julian. Which meant that it hadn’t happened in the last 125 years. That was a long time, even for a vampire, to go between meeting their maker.


Then again, she hadn’t seen hers in 297 years. That was perfectly fine with her.


The room was filled with a hundred different vampires, and Terese’s mind was spinning with the sights of all of them. She knew that it was no different than a room of mortals, all together. But a room of mortals didn’t shiver with danger, it didn’t smell of power. 


There was one, though, that kept calling her attention. He was standing, all alone in the middle of the room. He was leaning against something, but she couldn’t tell what. Then again, she mused, he might be leaning against nothing. He was a master, she could tell from far away. His skin was parchment pale, and his hair darker even than the building. He was wearing a black shirt and jeans. He wasn’t dressed appropriately, but she was fairly certain that nobody would dare to tell him that.


“Julian,” she whispered, tugging at her friend’s arm. “Julian, who is that?” she pointed at the other man.


“Oh, isn’t he just delish?” Julian clasped his hands almost girlishly in front of himself. “That’s Vicente Ortega. He’s a master—you can tell just by looking at him. Oh, I’d give my aorta for a night with him. The whole heart to keep him!”


Terese laughed and shrugged. She could see his eyes staring at her, hard garnets boring through her back. She brushed her hair back over her shoulder, keeping him from seeing any trace of skin. Somehow it always felt better when a vampire couldn’t see an expanse of skin. 


They found Dameon finally, against one long wall. He was standing with his arm loosely wound around another vampire, a shorter, Middle Eastern woman. Terese envied her. Death had calmed her skin tone to a gentle gold instead of the rich bronze it would have been in life. Still, it had some color.


“Dameon,” Julian said, with more restraint than Terese had ever seen. He inclined his head. Dameon stared at him for a long moment, and then began to smile. It was just the smallest curve of lips, barely perceptible.


“Julian. I hear you’re doing well for yourself.”


“As have you.”


The woman rolled her eyes. She stared intently at Terese for a moment, as though sizing up the competition. Terese let her. She could care less what the other woman thought of her. She had no intention of hooking up with any vampire. Not ever again.


“Forgive me,” Dameon said, still with that chilling smile. “I’d like to introduce you to my mate.”


“Alanna,” the woman said, before Dameon had the opportunity to finish the introductions. He, for his part, showed no sign of being unruffled by her sudden independence. Terese shook her hand, unsurprised to find her hand meeting with long, red-dyed nails. They matched the color of blood. As did the woman’s eyes, she realized. 


She didn’t bother to tell the woman her name.

*     *     *


“What an absolutely marvelous party!” Julian exclaimed later that night, driving home in yet another cab. Terese shrugged her shoulders. She felt deliciously warm, a completely foreign feeling to her, and she enjoyed just languidly stretching out against the back of the cab. The sun would be up in just an hour or two, and she was already beginning to feel sleepy. She let her drink-heavy head fall upon her friend’s shoulder.


“I’ll admit, seeing Dameon there was a bit of a shock,” he admitted. “But the decorations, the scene, the friends. . .Jefferson is a master of entertainment.”


Terese muttered something that she hoped sounded like agreement. She wasn’t nearly as enthused as Julian about the quality of the party. But the drinks had been good, and really, she wouldn’t have bothered to go for anything else. 


She just didn’t get that same sense of unity that the rest of her kind received from such events. She didn’t feel comfortable around vampires. She didn’t understand their passion, their need. Of course she needed to feed, but for her it was a necessary evil. For most vampires it was thrill and sex, drive, heat. She had never gotten that sense.


Besides, she rathered liked mortals. She had been one herself, after all. But mortals made more sense. And they were so much more intricate, so much more interesting.


Julian continued on in the cab after dropping Terese off. She looked dubiously at the staircase leading up to her apartment, and decided that she really had no desire to attempt the climb in heels. True, it was rather disgusting the kinds of things that could be slicked along the stairs, but anything was better than falling down their expanse. Again. 


She had to stop several times along the way to combat feelings of nauseas and dizziness, but eventually she made it to the door. She leaned against it, just for a moment, feeling around in the ridiculous little clutch purse to find her keys. She dropped them immediately. . .of course. . .she was far from the most coordinated of people when drunk. 


As she was leaning down, the door slowly swung open. Terese found herself staring at a pair of brown loafers. She blinked twice, but the loafers remained. She reached out to steady herself on the doorframe, and slowly pulled herself up a little more. A pair of blue slacks. Another breath and another pull, and she was met with a black belt and a gun. Interesting. She closed her eyes, and finally straightened herself all the way. And finally found herself face to face with Officer Grady O’Connor.


“Terese, you know I hate to do this, but. . .” he held out a sheet of paper, physically thrusting it into her hands. “You are under arrest for murder.”


Terese sighed, put a hand to her head, and brushed by O’Connor. Even after a full night, she was still far stronger than him. She made her way unsteadily to the couch, and slowly lowered herself onto it.


“What do you want, O’Connor?” she asked. He raised one thick eyebrow (which very nearly raised the other one as well).


“I want to arrest you,” he said again. Terese grabbed closed her eyes, laying her head back against the couch.


“We both know that you can’t do that,” she said. “The government won’t let you. Besides, you wouldn’t want to.”


O’Connor had no response for that. She’d know he wouldn’t. After all, what could he have said? She had only spoken the truth. The federal government had known about vampires since just about forever. And for just as long, they’d known there was nothing they could do about it. Vampires were stronger than mortals: if war were to break out, there was no doubt about who the winners would be. They couldn’t be tried for muder, lest the public panic. So vampires were kept track of, put on probation, and watched carefully. But Terese hadn’t broken her probation. She hadn’t left New Canals, and she hadn’t fed on any of the humans marked as exempt.


O’Connor went to the fridge. He took out a beer, Oberon, twisted the cap off, and took a long drink. Terese wasn’t fond of beer herself. The alcohol had no effect on her, of course, and she simply didn’t like the taste. But she kept the kitchen well-stocked, almost exclusively for O’Connor.


Grady O’Connor didn’t like vampires. She knew that, unequivocably. If his orderes were to kill all vampires instead of just keep track of them, he would have been ecstatic. But she also knew that he liked her. Maybe she didn’t seem vampiric to him, maybe he just appreciated the stock fridge. But for whatever reason, Grady O’Connor always remained civil, sometimes even warm, with Terese.


He sat down next to her on the couch, propped his huge, boot-clad feet on her tiny coffin. 


“You should really move this,” he told her. “People could get suspicious.”


The thing was, Terese knew that using her coffin as a coffee table wasn’t the best idea. Keeping anything like that out in the open was just a big mistake waiting to happen. But it was so big and heavy that she dreaded the idea of trying to move it through the small doorways in her apartment. Besides, there wasn’t room for both it and her bed in her room, and she really loved having that bed to just loung around on. So the coffin stayed in the entry room, and doubled as a table to keep her books and drinks on. Then, in the morning, she would wipe off its top and slide inside.


“O’Connor, I’m drunk and I’m tired. Just tell me what you want and then leave so I can get some sleep.”


He sighed, finished off the beer, and set it, with a clunk, beside his loafers. “It’s about the werewolves,” he said finally. Terese laughed.


“What are you talking about?” she said finally. “There’s no such thing.”


“Well, the feds think that there are. And they think they’ve begun forming a pack, down in the Appalachia region.”


“What does any of this have to do with me?”


“We’ve got men down there searching for the weres, but our men don’t do so well at night. You should know that. The chief asked me if any of my charges might be able to help out.”


“Let me get this right,” Terese leaned forward, and turned to look in O’Connor’s eyes. He instantly dropped his. SO much for that trick. The officer had learned a long time not to look into the eyes of a vampire. Doing so meant losing all control. “You want me to pack up and head down to Kentucky to look for a bunch of mythological creatures?”


“They’re real,” he said, still staring fixedly at her hand. “Remember, people once thought that vampires were myths.”


“They were wrong.”


“Then I guess they were wrong again.”


Terese paused to think about that for a moment. It was possible, after all. There was no reason that werewolves couldn’t exist. It just seemed so silly, so made up. Then again, she’d read some of the literature out there floating around about her kind. She wouldn’t have believed in their existence, either, if she weren’t one herself.


“Look, I’ll think about it, okay,” she said. O’Connor began nervously plucking at the material of her couch. She sighed. “There’s more to it than just this request, isn’t there, O’Connor? Come on, just spill. What’s the catch?”


“I really did come to arrest you,” he said. His black moustache began to twitch, just a little. He was upset, Terese realized. He didn’t want to be doing this. “If you refuse to  help, they will encarcerate you. You’ll never go to trial, of course. But you’ll be stuck there. Inside.”


She stared at him in horror. She suddenly realized that she didn’t feel drunk any more. Bad news could do that. She glanced past Grady, at the grey of the sky near the horizon. The sun would be coming up in just a few minutes.


“I have to go,” she told him, and began clearing off the coffin. The officer paled a little, and began to leave. He didn’t mind her as a person, but whenever she exhibited especially vampiric tendencies he became a bit disturbed. 


“I’ll be back tomorrow,” he told her. “I hope you’ll have made your decision by then.”


He let himself out. Terese continued the long process of moving magazines and candles off her resting place. She wasn’t really sure what she would do. She still had no intention of heading off to look up mythological creatures. But at the same time, did she really have an option?


Maybe it was time for that roadtrip she’d always wanted to go on. The idea of roadtrip had been floating around in her brain since college. No time like the present to try it out. Thought she wasn’t sure if a roadtrip would be nearly as much fun by night as she’d been sure it would be during the day.


The sun was just preparing to disappear over the horizon when Terese woke up. She looked at the pink sky and groaned, rubbing a hand through her thick hair. It had been a late night, and she’d been hoping to sleep in a little. But she’d always been an early riser. When she’d been alive, she had always woken a little before dawn. Apparently that same instinctive mechanism never left after a bite. Not even after almost three hundred years.



She checked the clock over her mantlepiece. 8:37. O’Connor wouldn’t be back until 9, at the earliest. He, like most mortals, was still deluded in thinking that vampires would die with the sun. Which, to a certain extent was true. If she were to try and sunbathe around noon, she would burn up faster than a piece of bread in a toaster. But, at sunset, when the rays barely touched the earth, it might be mildly uncomfortable, but still liveable. Terese actually rather enjoyed the tickling sensation that the dying light gave her.


Yawning, she grabbed a bathrobe (black, of course) from where she’d left it on the couch, and headed into the kitchen. The fridge was lined with plastic bags of blood. That was the greatest thing about befriending the P.D. They didn’t want to have to deal with murders, Terese didn’t necessarily want to have to deal with the messy job of grabbing some mortal and subduing him, and this system just worked out for the best. True, the blood crisis in New Cannals was worse than any other time in its history, but sacrifices sometimes had to be made for the sake of peace.


This blood tasted. . .funny, though. Making a face, she turned the bag over to look at the label. Oh. HIV positive. Sure, that figured, give the contaminated blood to the vampire. Still. . .it did the trick. And she supposed that it was really the most humane way of going about everything.


With breakfast finished and out of the way, she threw the bag in the trash, and headed to her bedroom. Brushing through her closet, she grabbed a pair of jeans and a navy blue sweater. Shrugged them on, threw her hair in a ponytail, took a swig of mouthwash, and checked the clock. 8:52. She was beginning to cut it kind of close.


Terese surveyed her room for a moment, trying to decide if there was anything more that she would like to grab. Nope. Nothing, really. Didn’t even need a coat, although it might be better to grab one, just for appearance’s sake.


But, when she opened the door, she found something rather strange there. A huge, black-clad torso. 


“Hello,” a husky voice greeted her. Terese frowned. Not O’Connor. Number one, O’Connor never wore black. Number two, O’Connor wasn’t that much taller than her. Number three, O’Connor’s voice was a hell of a lot smoother. And number four (probably the most important as well) O’Connor wasn’t a vampire.


Terese looked up.


Vicente Ortega smiled down at her, row upon row of perfect, sharp white teeth. The garnet eyes weren’t bad, either, Terese thought. That was all the time she had to think before firm lips were pressed against her own.


She hadn’t had any action for a long time. And it felt good, the softness of his lips against the harsh, bristles of several hundred years worth of stubble. His tongue darted in her mouth, and she uttered a soft moan.


But wait. . .he was a vampire. And she had sworn to herself, never a vampire.


She raised her hands to push him away, but, as though he had read her thoughts, his arms snaked out from around and pulled her closer to him. Terese pushed him back, hard as she could, but he was ten times stronger than she.


Hell, she thought dismally, opening her eyes now. He was a master, he was probably a thousand times stronger.


She tried pushing at him again. He responded by pulling her closer. Figuring that if she couldn’t beat him, she might as well join him, Terese closed her eyes again and gave herself in to the kiss.


Then he bit her.


“Fuck!” Terese yelped. She realized that, without her even realizing it, he had let her go, and was now standing several feet away. She raised her hand to her mouth, came away with several drops of blood.  “Who the hell do you think you are?”


“Vicente Ortega,” he responded, with a short, near-bow. He smiled at her, oozing charm and sex. Terese stared at him disbelievingly.


She’d heard that some vampires went mad with age, forgot the simple mannerisms of their humanity and dissolved into some strange new creature. She’d never believed those rumors, but now she wasn’t as certain.


“I was just on my way out,” she said, trying to push him aside. If he could pretend nothing happened, so could she. Vicente, however, did not push over very easily at all.


“Para donde vas?” he asked her. “I believe that somebody will be coming for you shortly.”


“Which is why I’m leaving.” Terese responded. She finally managed to brush her way by the larger man, and began down the stairs.


He didn’t try to stop her, just remained standing on the landing outside her apartment. Terese forced herself not to stop and turn around, although once again she had the uncanny feeling of being watched, small flurries 


The weather outside was frightful, she thought wryly. The wind was blowing angrily through the alleys, lifting small chunks of ice and bits  of paper fallen off lightposts and small billboards. She looked around, noticed all of the other pedestrians bundled up in peacoats and trenchcoats, and quickly threw her own over her shoulders. She wouldn’t want to stand out. 

 
All right, she thought to herself. Left or right? She quickly ran through the mantra that Julian always used: Right is left and left is right. Left it was. She spun about on her heel dramatically, and walked directly into a large pile of slush. Ah, the beauties of a New Canals winter. 


She’d only been walking for about five minutes when the bells of the cathedral began to tone. It was 10, then. O’Connor was probably just arriving at her apartment. She had to wonder if Vicente was still there. At the thought of the master vampire, she raised a hand to her lip, touched wetness. Damn, he’d bit her hard enough to bleed. 


Speaking of blood. . .she looked around at the stragglers on the streets, trying to hail taxis or find themselves some other mode of transportation. She should have grabbed a few of those bags she kept refridgerated. And they were now sitting there being kept cold. . .without anyone to drink them. . .what a sad thought.


No, if she expected to make it anywhere safe tonight, she’d have to feed. She could go five times faster with warm blood coursing through her veins. She sighed. She really, really hated feeding off the derelicts of the city. Their blood always tasted tinged with sin, and besides, they were hard to find. She was a fugitive now, she supposed, so she could just steal any poor soul off the street. The cops would be looking for her either way.


But she couldn’t do that. The blonde woman there might have children, the tall, red-haired chap was probably studying for finals. She couldn’t traumatize them like that.


The fact remained, however, that she needed blood. Where on earth would she be able to get herself some nutrition?


The phone in her pocket began to vibrate, and Terese jumped a bit, before pulling the offending bit of technology out and looked at it. Julian was calling her. She frowned at the phone for a moment. Could she trust him? He was her best friend, they’d been together for almost two hundred years. In all reality, she didn’t have an option. 


“Hey Julian,”


“Terese, darling! Where are you? Your face is plastered all across the telly! Are you in some kind of trouble?”


“You could say that. Listen, Jules, if I come over, do you give me your word that you won’t call the cops?”


“My solemn vow, upon the grave of Phillip,” Julian said, and she knew he was serious. Phillip had been his lover, until The Bastard got to him. 


“I’ll be right over.”


Terese ran the entire way to his apartment. A few people on the street stared at her, a slick black shadow racing down the sidewalks and darting between cars. She knew they couldn’t see her face. She knew they’d imagine it a dream. And she was in a hurry.


Julian’s door was opened by a young, bored-looking woman. Her hair fell in soft dark waves around her shoulders.


“Hi,” she said in a low, somewhat-confused sounding voice. Terese frowned. She was the one who was confused. Had she gotten the wrong apartment. 


“Hi, where’s Julian?”


The woman continued to look at her blankly, and Terese fought the urge to fidget. She was a vampire, dammit, she wasn’t going to be made uncomfortable by a mere mortal. A sound of falling dishes suddenly came from inside the room, and the young woman turned toward the sound. Terese saw a geometric pattern of scars on the woman’s neck, beginning just under her jaw and disappearing somewhere below her collar. Two puncture wounds looked fresh. 


“Terese, darling!” Julian appeared suddenly behind the woman, a fresh glow to his face. He’d just fed. Terese felt the familiar hunger rising up within her, fought the urge back, and smiled at her friend. Julian placed one hand casually upon the woman’s shoulder.


“I see that you’ve finally met Alison. Al, love, this is Terese. The one I’ve told you so much about.”


“Oh. Okay,” the woman shrugged a little, and her cold blue eyes returned to rest on Terese.


“Human servant?” Terese asked, walking into the room. Alison moved aside just the slightest bit.


“In a manner of speaking,” Julian replied. “She consents to live with me and share with me, and in return, I provide her with generous funds, and room and board. It’s a working relationship.”


“It’s a living,” Alison said. Terese nodded her head. Uh-huh. Right.


“Julian, look, I’m in trouble. I need your help.”


“Then you shall have it, and gladly,” Julian said, bowing deeply. He must have gotten a really good bag of blood.


“I need a meal,” Terese said. “I’m fleeing the city, but I won’t get very far if I don’t feed. Do you have an extra bag lying around or anything?”


Julian frowned, and Alison shook her head.


“He hasn’t been to the bank in weeks,” the woman told Terese. Julian shrugged abashedly.


“Doll, you know I’d help you if I could in any way, but I just can’t. I don’t have anything.”


The familiar hunger welled up again, and Terese turned to look at the girl. “You have something,” she said, giving into temptation and licking her lips.


Julian clapped his hands together. “Oh, why didn’t I think of that! You’ll have to ask Alison, of course, but I don’t mind. Do you mind, dear?”


Alison sighed resignedly, and unbuttoned the collar of her shift. “I suppose not. But you’re not getting dessert, then.” She stared pointedly at Julian, who put on a slight pout.


“Well, in the name of friendship.” He said. Terese leaned her head forward. Her fangs touched, gently, the woman’s neck. She hadn’t done this in so long, hadn’t tasted a living person’s pulse since Pat O’Connor had first found her on that dirty corner, a dead-eyed prostitute cluctched in her arms. Terese trembled a little, but Alison remained perfectly still, clearly accustomed to the ritual.


A small moan made it’s way through Terese’s throat as she buried her fangs in the woman’s neck. Her blood tasted thick, full, coppery. She closed her eyes, giving herself into sensations. She didn’t need to put any effort into drinking. . .Alison’s own heartbeat propelled blood up. 


“That’s enough,” Alison said finally, shortly, soon, too soon. Terese opened her eyes, took one last, long draught, and withdrew. She could feel warm, living blood coursing through her blood, and felt warmer than she had even at the party the night before. 


“Thank you,” she said solemnly to the young woman. “You may have saved my life.”


Then she turned and fled, running from the apartment faster than a car or a train.


Shen she awoke the next evening, she found herself in a haystack. Making a face, she pulled herself out and began pulling rough strands of hay out of her hair. She’d never slept in a haystack before: it wasn’t nearly as romantic as books and movies tried to make it. The sun was just disappearing over the horizon. She would to wait a moment or two before leaving the relative safety of the hay’s shadow and began walking again.


“Hello,” a pair of wide, innocent brown eyes peered up at her. “Are you a fairy?”


Terese blinked. The eyes didn’t disappear. She blinked again. Now the eyes were accompanied by a full face. Rosy cheeks, and soft brown hair. The little boy couldn’t be more than five years old. She looked beyond him, searching for a mother or father, but all she could see was a small family of cows, grazing nearby.


“No,” she said, turning her attention back to the little boy. “I’m not a fairy.”


“Oh,” he said, and plopped himself down beside her in the hay. “I thought maybe you were. Because fairies steal little boys.”


“I didn’t steal you,” Terese said. She was a little irritated. The stupid kid had come up to talk to her, how on earth could he believe that she had stolen him?


“I’m losted,” the little boy told her. He yawned, and leaned his head against her arm. “And I’m sleeping. But you’re not a fairy. So I won’t get stolden.”


Terese twitched out of the way of the boy’s drowsing head. He looked up at her accusitorily for a moment, before yawning again, placing his head on a small mound of hay, and falling asleep. He began to snore, soft, wheezing sounds. Terese stared at him. Crazy kid.


She stood up, and brushed away the winkles in her ensemble. She’d better be going. She was days ahead of the police; in all fairness, she had probably escaped all together. But still, it couldn’t help to be sure. She began to walk away from the haystack. But it was getting cold. It didn’t bother her, not yet. She didn’t have to feed at the moment. She could probably last the night, long enough to get to a city with a blood bank, where she could register herself. Terese paused. Registering herself probably wasn’t the best way to avoid the cops. But it was the only way to receive blood. Oh well, she could think about it later.


The wind began to blow, a howling chorus. For once Terese welcomed her powers, the immunity to the cold. But then a pair of trusting brown eyes swam in front of her vision. The stupid little kid would probably freeze halfway to death in the cold like this. Not that there was anything she could do about it. She wasn’t very well going to begin traipsing around the countryside looking for his parents.


Another step, and a young yawn. Dammit! She thought angrily. It was dark enough now that her vision was acute, and she peered around the countryside. There, in the distance, was what looked like a small farmhouse. Even if the people there were strangers, it was a better place for the boy to spend the night. 


Terese frowned. How had a little midget like him managed to wander so far away from civilization? Then again, what did she know about kids? Maybe this was perfectly normal. She turned on her heel and ran back to the haystack.


The midget was still asleep where she’d left him, the only change being that he had moved his hand from his side and stuck half of it into his mouth. Small rivulets of drool ran down his chin and began to soak through his shirt. Gross.


Sighing, and resigning herself to a delay and the possible horror of getting five-year old drool on her shoulder she picked the boy up and threw him over her shoulder. It was a matter or minutes for her to make her way the mile or so to the farmhouse.


Terese patted her hair down subconsciously, painfully aware that she had just spent the night in a haystack. Time was a’ticking, and if she wanted to make it to another vamp city before sunrise, she’d better get this over and done with. Readjusting the boy over her shoulder, she knocked at the door.


“I’m coming, I’m coming, hold on to your cow swallop!” A woman’s voice called. Terese waited patiently. She didn’t move a bit, didn’t breathe. On second thought, it wouldn’t be a bad idea to feed tonight, if the opportunity presented itself. She was beginning to feel death again.


The door opened, and a plump, middle-aged woman filled it, dressed in a pair of overalls and a flannel shirt. Red curls flew around her face. She stared at Terese untrustingly. 


“May I help you?” she asked. Terese didn’t blink, didn’t move a muscle except for her arms, to pull the boy down and hand him out toward the woman.


“Does this belong to you?” she asked. The woman’s face suddenly turned from a wary, closed expression, to one effuding warmth and kindness.


“Billy!” She almost screamed, reaching out and grabbing the boy. “Jed! Jed, get yo’ lazy ass out here and see your baby!” The woman squashed the woman to her bosom, reached forward, and enveloped Terese in a hug. Only long years of practice kept her from stiffening in the woman’s grasp.


A gnarled looking man came up to stand beside the woman. Jed, Terese presumed. “Well, what you know,” he drawled. “Billy found his way home.”


“With the help of this girlie!” the woman said. Terese raised an eyebrow. Since when was she a girlie? “Well, come on in! We’ll fix you some supper,” the woman insisted. She grasped Terese firmly around the arm. “It’s the least we can do for you finding us our turnip, here.”


Terese allowed herself to be towed inside. “Mam, put me down,” a sleepy Billy demanded, from his awkward position draped over his mother’s broad shoulder. “The fairy promised not to steal me.”


“She’s not a fairy, Billy,” his mother said absently, throwing a smile toward Terese. She dodged. Billy shook his head, strands of too-long brown hair falling in his eyes.


“Oh,” Billy yawned, and promptly fell asleep again. The woman patted his butt. “You know,” she said, walking into a brightly-colored kitchen. “You’re the second visitor we’ve had tonight. Jed. Jed!”


The man ambled in again, a dazed expression still plastered across his face. “Durn it, woman,” he said. “Can’t you keep your voice down?”


“Put turnip to bed,” she said, ignorning her husband and thrusting the boy into his arms. Terese watched the exchange in amusement. This was definitely worth missing out on some of her traveling time. This was better than a movie. Jed took the sleeping boy and began walking up a pair of rickety stairs. The woman began banging pots and pans, and making more noise than Terese could believe was necessary.


“Let me fix you up,” the woman said. “What would please you?”


“I’m not hungry,” Terese said. That wasn’t, strictly speaking, true, but she was relatively certain that the woman wouldn’t want to provide her with the sustenance that she needed. “I really should go. I’ve miles to go before I sleep.”


The woman shook her head. “I’ll not be having it said that Molly don’t know hospitality,” she said. “I’m feeding your skinny little body, don’t you fear.”


Terese shook her head, readjusted her coat, and turned to leave. “I’m glad that you have your son back,” she said. She began to walk out of the room. Behind her she could hear Molly beginning to bang around the kitchen again.


“What is it with people?” the woman complained. “The other feller wouldn’t eat nothing either.  I swear. Hospitality is all gone.”


Terese allowed herself a slight smile, and gently closed the door behind her. She took a deep breath, settling into herself, calming her head, her pulse, her very life. It was time to get moving again. But before she had the chance to take the first step, an iron hand clamped around her arm and spun her.


Her nose cracked painfully against bone and muscle. She could feel it snap, and a hard flash of anger passed through her. She raised her hands to push the idiot away, but found that whoever it was wouldn’t move. That was impossible, she thought, her mind beginning to fog up. No mortal was stronger than her.


She raised her head to stare in the man’s face. She saw the velvet blue of midnight for one brief moment, before the blue took over the world and the evening disappeared.


It was a smooth, sad sound. Lamenting, bewailing, the mournful sound of lonely wind over the plains. Terese couldn’t quite identify the instrument. She opened her eyes, wincing at the pain in her head. But, as she tried to sit up, she realized that it wasn’t just her head that ached, but rather the whole of her body.


The music cut off abruptly, and this time Terese winced at the silence.


“It’s a violin,” a deep voice, more cello than violin, told her. She turned around. She couldn’t see the man for the power that surrounded him. She shook her head, trying to clear it. She knew it was a glamour, knew that whatever vampire was standing in front of her was fully aware of what he was doing.


“Stop that,” she said, trying to sound forceful. Instead she sounded petulant. The man laughed, and she was finally able to identify him.


“Dameon,” she said with a sigh. He instantly dropped the glamour and stood in front of her, sapphire eyes, white skin, and tailored black pants. He wasn’t wearing a shirt.


“Did you forget how to get dressed?” Terese asked. A small smile tugged at his lips, though his eyes flashed an entirely different story.


“I wanted to follow your example,” he said. Terese frowned, not understanding. He took a step forward. Terese tried to shrink back, found that she couldn’t move. Dammit!


Dameon knelt beside her. He tried to look her in the eyes, but she found the strength to dip her head and avoid his gaze. He placed a cold hand on her bare shoulder. Her gaze flickered over to the hand. She’d been wearing a turtleneck. . .


No longer, she realized. Someone had undressed her, down to the black bra and the. . .Hmm, she though idly, looking at her panties, low coat and rising to her navel. Granny panties. Maybe she shouold have let Julian help with her undergarments.


“The mortals are looking for you,” Dameon said, lifting his hand off her shoulder and stroking her cheek. Terese remained still, silent. Granny panties really did nothing to enhance her figure. . .


Warm breath whispered in her ear. “Good thing that I found you first.”


She was snapped back to the present by the cool press of fang against her earlobe. “How did you find me?” she asked. She could feel Dameon’s lips curl up.


“A mutual friend,” he said.


“Julian.”


“He is mine, after all,” Dameon reached a hand under Terese’s chin, and pulled her face toward him. She tried to avoid his eyes, but it was useless. He was so much more powerful than her. . .his age and strength washed over her, a heady, dizzying sensation. “I made him. What he feels, I feel. What he knows, I know.”


“What. . .” Terese gulped, swallowing spit, a little blood, and delicious, fresh air. “What are you doing chasing me?”


“That is none of your business, my kanereyka.”


“Did the cops send you? Are you their little bitch?”


Her neck suddenly snapped around, her back crashing into a brick wall. Stars danced in front of her eyes, angry red dots. Dameon crossed the room in a flash, his nose near enough to brush her own.


“I serve nobody but myself,” he said, and his breath was painful now, acidic. She turned her head away, the rush of air burning her skin. She whimpered a little as waves of pain crashed over her body.


“I am a master,” Dameon hissed. She could feel her skin beginning to dissolve. “Don’t forget that, mouche. You are nothing.”


Without touching her, with nothing but pure power, he whipped her head around so that she was staring in his eyes again. She knew she couldn’t let go, because that meant death, death from which she would never awaken. She fought it, but could feel herself going under. Dameon’s soft chuckle followed her down.


“Wake up, love. Oh, come on, darling, my sweet, don’t do this to me.” Terese felt soft, almost tender slaps raining down on her cheeks. She shook her head violently, trying to avoid any more pain on her burned skin. 


“Oh, you’re waking up!” Gentle hands pried her eyes open, and she cried out at the invasion of light. “Sorry, sorry!” Her eyes were allowed to snap shut again, and she drifted into blessed darkness.


When she woke again, it was dark. She could feel the presence of someone at her left shoulder, and tender hands brushed through her hair. She blinked her eyes. It didn’t hurt as much anymore.


“Terese, hon, can you hear me?” she recognized that voice, and she began to laugh a little. Julian was there.


“I was wearing granny panties, Jules,” she said, and she laughed a little, half chuckle half sob. In a fluid movement he was at her side, clutching her hand, peering into her face.


“Who was it?” he asked her. She stared at him in disbelief.


“You don’t know?”


“How would I know?” he asked. He had dropped his foppish exterior. His hand was firm and warm, his gaze unwavering. 


Terese licked her lips. “Dameon,” she said softly. Julian’s face closed in on itself. He was completely empty. Terese closed her own eyes, willed herself to join him. She found the calm within herself and forced it through her veins, her heart, her head. When she opened her eyes she was in control again. She forced her own weakness away and sat up.


“I’m going to kill him,” she told her friend. He nodded his head. He didn’t tell her that Dameon was too powerful, didn’t remind her that Dameon was a thousand years old, she only a few hundred. He let her hand go.


“I’ll help you.”


Terese stood up, and scanned the room. She was in Julian’s apartment now, all velvet and silk, animal prints and cool leather. She walked over to his closet, grabbed one of his long bathrobes and tied it around her middle. She instantly felt better, her skin covered by the cloth.


“Where’s Alison?” she asked. Julian shrugged.


“She comes and goes as she desires.”


“She doesn’t sound like much of a human servant.”


Julian shrugged again. He sat down atop his coffin, patted a seat beside him. Terese joined him there.


“O’Connor was here,” he told her. She nodded. “He was looking for you.” She nodded again. “He hasn’t put out a warrant for you. He said he’d like to talk to you before he condemns you to eternity in prison.”


Her head snapped up to look at him. Julian smiled, a touch of his normal personality flooding back. “I called him after I brought you here. He’ll be here any minute.”


Terese couldn’t quite decide how she felt about that. On the one hand, it was nice to know that every cop in New Canals wasn’t looking for her. At the same time, it meant that O’Connor knew right where she was. 


She’d rather that O’Connor know than certain others, though.


“All right,” she said. “Do you mind if I take a shower first?” Julian shook his head. She headed into the shower.


Vampires didn’t need to shower. They remained in a constant state. But she still liked to feel the warm water against her skin. Warmth was precious, especially to the undead. She felt her hair slick back against her scalp, and stretched her body, drinking in the moisture.


When she came out, she felt much more like herself. She wrapped one of Julian’s fluffy pink towels around her body, and wandered off in search of her friend, and, with him, hopefully a robe or some other article of clothing.


“Good evening,” O’Connor greeted her the instant she walked into the lobby. She smiled at him, flashing a bit of fang. She didn’t like the way his eyes were following the contours of her body, and she knew the vampiric act would freak him out. Sure enough, he squirmed a bit in his seat, and hastily withdrew his eyes.


Terese grabbed her discarded robe from earlier. Knowing that O’Connor wouldn’t dare peek, she dropped the towel and tied up the robe, not in any big hurry. She heard an amused laugh from behind her.


“Terese, love, what are you doing, giving our dear officer a stripshow?” Terese laughed herself, and threw the pink monstrosity back at her host. O’Connor was a bright red color. Terese thought he looked a bit constipated.


O’Connor cleared his throat. “You ran off, Terese. I could put out a warrant for that.”


“Cut the shit, O’Connor.” She snapped back at him. “You were using blackmail and extortion. I’m not a fan of it.”


“You’re not a fan of work,” he responded. “You’d rather live off the blood we give you, the money siphoned your way to keep you silent. That’s extortion.”


Terese just stared at him. She allowed power to flow into her eyes. Surprisingly, O’Connor didn’t flinch away. He stood up, his dark brows furrowed over dark eyes.


“I’ve had enough of your attitude,” he said. “You may be a vampire, sweetcheeks, but you’re still my charge, and it’s about time you helped out with something.”


Terese forced him back into the chair. “Fine.” She said. “You’re still after those werewolves?” O’Connor nodded his head. Terese frowned, thinking for a moment. She still had no desire to go trekking through backcountry in search of the nonexistant. But even less did she want to remain in New Canals. Mostly she wanted to find Dameon and rip him apart, finger by finger, organ by organ, limb by limb. But she had no way of finding him, and as pissed off as she was, she knew she had even less chance of killing him. At least hunting down werewolves would give her something to do.


“All right, O’Connor. I’ll go hunt down your weremonkeys.” He opened his mouth to protest, but with one glance from her, he shut up. She smiled, allowing a bit of evil to sneak into her face. “On one condition. You have to go with me.”


“Like hell!” O’Connor protested. Terese just drummed her fingernails against her shoulder. His face crumbled. “Fine. Fine. I’ll go.”


“Ooh, where are we going?” Julian asked, appearing in the room once again.


“Kentucky,” Terese responded. Julian clapped his hands together, a youthful, innocent expression.


“Oh, goody!” he exclaimed. “I’ve always wanted to head south. Can I come?” O’Connor nodded his head in shock, and Julian pranced off to begin packing. 


Terese shook her head. She opened her mouth, feeling that she should be saying something, but no words came. O’Connor stood there dumbly for a moment, eyebrows still knit darkly over his eyes, bushy moustache almost trembling. Finally he turned to her, and with a cold voice said “We’ll leave as soon as the sun sets tomorrow.”


As he left, slamming the door a bit rudely behind him, he yelled “No running this time, Terese. Or I will see you behind bars.”


Terese shrugged. Now she had a full night with nothing to do but enjoy her last evening in her city. She hugged herself tightly. The only question was what to do to enjoy herself. And, being as she never had any idea of what was occurring in the city (current events hadn’t been her forty for over a century now) she did what she always did, and turned to her friend for advice.


“Julian!” She wandered into his room. Just as he had said, he was sitting in the room, staring critically at a pair of slacks which he then threw unceremoniously into a large black duffel bag. He looked up when she entered, golden eyes meeting her own.  “What should I do for my last night in New Canals for a while?”


Julian pondered for a moment, bringing one slender finger up to the side of his mouth. “An excellent question, love,” he said. He then spent an hour rattling off different options. Terese found herself so amused that she went to the kitchen, fixed herself a drink, and returned to listen to him extrapolate for another hour. In the end she didn’t do much of anything for her last night, but somehow it felt right. She left Julian’s early in the morning, only an hour or so before the first rays of the sun lightened up the sky. 


Grady O’Connor was not happy. Not happy at all. He slammed five pairs of identical slacks into a navy duffel, followed by ten identical shirts. Socks followed, then briefs, and finally a charger for his cell phone. Vampires. He hated vampires. And now here he was, looking forward to (being forced into, his mind corrected him) trekking through one of the nastier parts of the American landscape with a pair of them.


He looked in the mirror. His eyes were greeted with full head of dark hair, mirrored in his dark eyebrows, and a full moustache. He glowered. The moustache wouldn’t stay looking nice, he knew that. He’d learned that back from his days in the army. Without time to groom and trim it, it would turn into more of a mountain-man-ranger look. He would look sloppy. If there was one thing Grady O’Connor hated more than vampires, it was sloppiness.


It took five minutes and about a thousand muttered obscenities, but the moustache was gotten rid of. He ran a hand over his new, cleanly shaven face. He looked like a fucking college student. He threw the razor into the duffel bag and zipped it closed.


He looked around his small, sparse apartment. No need to get sentimental. He’d be back in just two weeks, three at the tops. The lieutenant had let it be known that he had some time off coming to him, as well. Heaven knew that he’d have earned it.


“Vampires,” Grady O’Connors lip sneered as he said it. A quick brush of his hands shut the lights off. He slammed the door shut a little harder than was necessary. He refused to wince. Instead a smile graced his face, imagining little lady Burghely next door waking up and grabbing her cane to knock it against the intervening wall. 


It was outside of the building that he felt the gun pushed into his back. Grady O’Connor was not an easily frightened man. He didn’t freeze, but he did stiffen, dark brows crowding over his eyes. 


“Stick’em up, partner,” a low, accented voice drawled by his ears.


“Not funny,” O’Connor said. He was breathing easily, and his shoulders relaxed. He began to walk forward, forcing his attacker to follow behind him.


“Heard that you’re heading south,” the voice continued.


“You heard right,” O’Connor responded.


“You’re taking a pair of us with you?”


“Two in a row. Not bad.”


The gun was removed from his back, and the vampire fell into step beside him. O’Connor refused to turn his head, but did allow curiosity enough free reign to glance over. A tall vampire, taller than his five foot something, but that wasn’t necessarily saying much. O’Connor didn’t recognize him, though, which did say something. He was in charge of the majority of the New Canals vampires, and he recognized those few that weren’t under his parole. A foreigner, then.


“I would like to join you.”


He shrugged his shoulders. The vampire seemed to take that as agreement, and just followed along with him. 


Grady O’Connor didn’t especially like the idea of letting this stranger tag along to Terese’s apartment. It seemed like a betrayal of trust in some way. Not that there was trust between himself and Terese—a human could never, ever trust a vampire, and he wasn’t stupid enough to think differently. But they did have an understanding. One which he might very well be violating by taking this bloodsucker there. He spared another glance at the vamp. 


“We have to take a detour, first,” O’Connor said, careful to keep his voice well-modulated and even. “By the bloodbank.”


“Stocking up for the trip?” the vampire asked, a lilt of amusement threading through his voice. He licked his lips, perhaps unconsciously, but O’Connor didn’t think so. He was no expert, but he could tell this one was old, powerful. No, it definitely wouldn’t be a good idea to take him straight to Terese’s.


It was a bit late for the blood bank to be open, but O’Connor knew that the nightgirl would still be there. He ran through dates in his head. Thursday—that meant it would be Clara there. Little, blonde Clara. His lips twitched. In better situations, he wouldn’t mind flirting with her. She reminded him of his niece, a little, when it came down to it.


“Wait outside,” he told the vampire, placing one hand on the door. The vampire shooks his head, laughed a little. He didn’t show any fang. O’Connor appreciated that.



“I’m no tonto,” the vampire chuckled. “I’m not letting you escape through the back. I’ll go with you.”


O’Connor shrugged his shoulders, retaining the same blank expression on his face. His sister had told him that he should be an actor, what with his eternally neutral face. Who the hell knew, he thought. Maybe he could have rivaled Bogart.


Clara looked up when they walked in, blonde hair in a pair of pigtails. A broad smile plastered across her face. “Grady!” she exclaimed. She crossed her arms beneath her breasts, providing the best view of her cleavage. “You shaved. It looks. . .” she paused for a moment, her gaze lingering on his lips. O’Connor began to feel a little uncomfortably. “Good,” she finished finally, and a bit unsatisfactorily.


“It was time for a change,” he said. He headed over to the counter, the vampire following at his heels, an arrogant smile plastered across his pale face. “Listen, Clara, I need you to do a favor for me. One of my charges overestimated his supply.” He leaned forward, allowing one hand to nearly dangle over the opposite end of the table. “I’m going to need an extra two bags.”


The vampire stepped forward.


“Don’t try it, O’Connor,” he hissed, and this time his fangs did show. Grady O’Connor allowed himself a slight smile, before he slammed on the alarm. Instantly all of the lights flashed on throughout the building. Holographic crosses blazed up along the exits, and the strong scent of garlic began to waft through the vents. In a few minutes the sprinklers would turn on.


None of it would kill a vampire, of course, but most of it would slow it down. He allowed himself a brief moment of cruelty, patting the vampire on the head. Grady O’Connor, vampire-hunter, striking again.


It sounded better than Grady O’Connor, vampire parole officer, anyway.


Terese once again woke slightly earlier than necessary. But that wasn’t right. For some reason she had to be up. . .


She heard the cheerful sound of singing from the kitchen. She closed her eyes. It sounded like Julian. What the hell was Julian doing in her apartment? And then she remembered. Kentucky.


“Is O’Connor here yet?” she yelled into the kitchen.


“Nope!” Julian’s cheerful voice responded. She grunted a little, pulling herself up. How did he manage to be so chipper in the early evening? She dragged herself out of the foyer, and into her bedroom. She browsed through her closet, through her dresser drawers, and sure enough found nothing that she wanted to wear. Everything was just so black.


She finally settled for a pair of black jeans and a sweater. It would do. Probably the best option for hiking around in the hills, anyway. She considered packing more clothing, then decided not to. It would irk O’Connor, but he could afford that. He was making her do this, he could stand for a little irritation. 


O’Connor arrived exactly as the last rays of the sun disappeared over the horizon. Two quick knocks on the door, and Julian was there, as efficient as any Old World vampire. Terese smiled and stood back a little, with arms folded.


At the sight of her parole officer, however, the arms dropped, and her mouth opened into a small ‘o’ of surprise. The huge busy moustache that had dominated his face was gone. He looked. . .different, clean-shaven, Terese thought. Less Charlie Chaplin, and a hell of a lot more menace. 


“O’Connor,” she said, bowing her head slightly, only her eyes and her still agape mouth giving away her emotion at his change. Julian, ever Julian, gave a much more exuberant reaction.


“Grady O’Connor?” he asked, one thin, pale hand fluttering to his throat. “Why I scarely recognized you. You look fabulous! Oh, Terese, love, doesn’t he look simply smashing with that dead rodent off his face?”


She managed a noncommital shrug. O’Connor grunted and looked around her apartment.


“Darkness has fallen,” he announced, a bit obviously. “Are you ladies ready to go?”


Julian lightly struck him on the shoulder, his idea of a gentle cuff, and flounced off to her bedroom to grab his suitcase. O’Connor rubbed his shoulder, a slightly abashed expression on his face.


“Where’d you leave the squirrel?” Terese asked. A small smile pulled at his lips.


“Squirrels require feeding and grooming,” he responded. “Neither of which I expect to have time for on our little outing. Have no fear, I’ll pick him up at the pound when we return.”


Terese shook her head, and met his eyes, allowing just the smallest shift of power to flow between them. “Don’t.”


Julian was back in a moment, the awkward tableau broken, and they all turned to head outside. To Terese’s mind, it didn’t begin at all the way that adventures should. For one thing, O’Connor hailed a taxi. A ten o’clock taxi, to take them to the furthest limits of New Canals. O’Connor grabbed the passenger side, leaving Terese and Julian to clamber as ungracefully as they ever did anything, into the back of the cab. That figured, Terese thought bemusedly. A vampire could do anything and everything with elegance, except for getting into the backseat of a cab. Clearly, an impossiblity for anyone.


The trip continued its air of the totally unromantic when the cab took them to the police station, where O’Connor promptly heralded them all into his small cop car. Terese and Julian stared at each other when they saw what their new mode of transportation would be.


“Oooh. . .it’s just like a TV show!” Julian exclaimed, clapping his hands together in excitement.


“Just get in the car,” O’Connor said in a slightly defeated sounding monotone. 


“I want to be the criminal!” Julian said. Terese shook her head.


“I want to be the criminal. And I’m the lady, so I should get to choose.”


O’Connor rolled his eyes, and ran a hand wearily over his face. “You can both sit in the back. Just climb in now so we can get moving.”


With squeals of joy, Terese and Julian clambered into the back. It wasn’t any easier than sliding into a taxi, she noted. But cooler. Infinitely cooler. 


The novelty of riding in the chopper wore off soon, though, and Terese became bored. She began drumming her fingers on the door. That wore off shortly as well. She looked at Julian, staring out the window. Boring. O’Connor, staring straight ahead, driving with all the ferocity and single-minded intent of a hunting dog. Also boring. 


She tried to sink bback into the cushions, but soon discovered that the taut leather of the car did not allow any sinking. She sighed. Shouldn’t werewolf hunting be a lot more exciting?


Three hours later she was still asking herself the same question. They were nearing the Kentucky border, that much she was sure of, if only because they had left the last city almost an hour behind. Terese sighed, and snuggled into the crook of Julian’s arm.


“Do you know any more games?” she asked. Julian sighed. Even his indefatigable spirit had been worn down by hours of driving. He shook his head, patted her on the top of her head, and returned to his bored contemplation of the passing trees. 


Terese sat back up and turned to look out the window. Suddenly, the car began to shake.


“That’s more like it!” Terese squealed. She turned to smile at Julian, but he was looking distinctly pale (even for a vampire) and shook his head.


“This isn’t supposed to happen!” he hissed.


“Shit!” O’Connor suddenly shouted, jerking in front of them. The car immediately began slowing down, and then pulling off to the side of the road.


“Are we there already?” Terese asked. “I thought it would have taken much longer? Why are we slowing down?”


O’Connor didn’t respond until the car had completely stopped rolling. Finally he turned around to look at them. The whites of his eyes shone red, and dark bags had collected under his eyes. Terese had to admit that it wasn’t one of his better-looking nights.


“I’m sorry,” he said gruffly. His voice sounded lower and huskier than usual. He ran a hand wearily over his face. “I know this is like the middle of day to you two, but I’ve been up a while. I just got so damn tired.”


“You fell asleep?” Terese demanded. “Are you serious?”


“Come on, doll, remember he’s mortal,” Julian, ever the peacemaker, admonished. “He’s probably been awake for hours. You can’t blame him for being absolutely exhausted.”


“Yes I can,” Terese replied. “He shouldn’t have been driving like that. It’s dangerous!”


“What do you care?” O’Connor asked. That one, large hand still covered his face. “I’m the only one who would have been in danger. It’s not like either of you two would have died in a crash.”


Terese didn’t really have an answer for his question, but she didn’t believe that she really needed one. Instead of responding, she opened her door, stalked around the car to his side, and threw the door open.


“Get out,” she said. O’Connor peered between his fingers up at her. 


“What?”


“Either get out or move your arse over. You’re not driving any more tonight.”


Disbelievingly, O’Connor unbuckled his seatbelt and slid into the passenger seat. He continued to stare at her in amazement as she sank into the seat behind the wheel and turned on the ignition.


“What are you doing?” he asked.


“Driving.”


“Do you even have a license?”


“Nope,” Terese said, and sped onto the street. Julian screamed. 


“Slow down!” O’Connor yelled, leaning forward to grab the dashboard with a white-fingered grasp. “There’s something called a speed limit!”


Terese paused for a minute. She took her foot off the pedal, and leaned her head down to look beneath the wheel. She could see two pedals—the one long one, and a second that was smaller and thicker.


“So one makes it go faster and one makes it go slower,” she mused.


“Dear God, I’m going to die,” O’Connor said.


“Shut up,” Terese said. She continued to stare at the pedals, decided that experimentation was the best way to figure it out, and sat back up. This driving business was going to be a lot more complicated than she had realized.


The motel was one of the most disgusting, rundown places that she had ever seen. The requisite neon sign shone outside of their dingy window, flashing on and off. Whether that was to catch someone’s attention, of because of faulty eletric wiring, she didn’t know. Chances were that she didn’t want to know.


O’Grady was trying valiantly not to fall asleep. He had put on a pot of coffee, taken a cold shower, and now was rapidly flipping between television channels to try and keep himself conscious. 


“You could just go to sleep,” she had told him. He shook his head resolutely.


“I need to get myself onto your sleeping schedule,” He replied. 


Julian was outside, wandering around somewhere. He’d had some strange idea of wanting to see the sights and scout out the country. O’Connor had reluctantly agreed to let him go.


“I don’t need to keep an eye on you, I suppose,” the officer had said. “You seem more or less trustworthy.” The implication, Terese knew, was that he did  have to keep an eye on her. She wasn’t sure that she appreciated that idea. 


She sat down in bed beside O’Connor. His eyes flicked over to her briefly, before returning to the TV. Flick, flick, flick. Terese sighed, and reached over to the small dresser sitting beside the bed. Pulling it open, she found the Gideon Bible, and pulled it out. It wouldn’t be the most engrossing thing she’d ever read, but it would definitely be more amusing than watching O’Connor speed channel surf.


She had just finished Genesis when she heard the sound of snoring from beside her. Whether it was because she had paused, or because O’Connor had finally fallen asleep, she didn’t know. She stole a glance at the clock above her Bible’s hiding place. 4:15. Not too bad for a man who had probably been awake since six in the morning. She looked at his long, dark form, mouth widely agape, one arm outflung above his head. What a silly buffoon. She reached over and pulled a sheet and comforter over his chest, patting them into place.

Terese put the Bible down and stood up, walking over to the window. She raised a corner of the blinds, and peered out between them. Not even the slightest hint of dawn yet. Still, she hoped that Julian returned soon. She looked around the motel room. Where exactly could they spend the day? The blinds definitely wouldn’t provide enough protection from the sun. But maybe if they stripped the covers and laid down in the furthest corner. . .even that idea sent a small shudder of fear through her being. 

But that only left the bathroom. She wasn’t sure which idea she hated more: that of remaining in a room with far more light than made her comfortable, or sleeping in a bathtub? Sometimes being a vampire was hard work.

She looked at the clock again. It wouldn’t hurt her to lie down on a comfortable bed, not for just an hour or two. She wasn’t tired yet, but she was bored, and her bones ached from sitting and standing all day. She looked dubiously at the bed with the spread-eagled figure on it. Then, shrugging her shoulders, she kicked off her shoes and climbed atop the covers.

She closed her eyes, reminding herself not to stay there for more than ten or fifteen minutes.

The light streamed in from the blinds. Grady O’Connor cursed as the first beam’s of morning broke through the thin shutters and attacked his eyes. How much did it figure, that even after a 22 hour day, he would still wake up exactly at dawn, just like he did every other day. Ridiculous.

He yawned hugely, and debated closing his eyes and trying to sleep. He knew it would be useless, however. Heavily, he swung his legs over the side of the bed, surprised to find her still had boots on. That didn’t make any sense, though. Why would he have pulled up covers without first taking off his boots?

To be fair, he hadn’t been in the most comprehensive, lucid frame of mind, so that probably explained it. He stretched his arms high over his head, before turning to make up the bed.

And froze. There, lying beside him, with the faintest blush of morning light just touching her skin, was Terese. She at least had remembered to kick off her shoes, he noticed. But apparently she hadn’t remembered to stay out of the light. 

“Damn it,” he hissed, looking at the swindows again. Sure enough, the blinds were drawn shut, but their thin material did little to dilute the light of day. He turned back to the vampire, frightened to see her body beginning to shake, and beads of sweat appearing on her forehead. 

He ran to the side of the bed, shook her gently, and then more forcefully, but she didn’t wake. True morning had begun, then, and she would not wake until the sun set below the horizon. 

Grady grabbed up the disheveled comforter he had been sleeping under, and wrapped it frantically around her body. Then, with a stiff movement, he leaned down and picked up her body, cradling it close to his chest.

She was lighter than he would ever have imagined, and her hair smelled just slightly of raspberry. With the coverlet between there bodies, he couldn’t even tell how desperately cold she was. She might almost have been a human woman.

He made sure to keep his back to the window as he walked toward the bathroom with his burden. He had to kick open the door, no small feat without arms with which to balance. After gently depositing her in the bathtub, he headed back out into the center of the room.

He looked at the clock. 6:15, and he’d already had one crisis to avert. This trip was going to prove even more difficult than he had initially imagined. 

“Wait a second,” he said suddenly. “Where’s Julian?”

Well, not much he could do for that anyway. It did figure, though, that he would get saddled with two of the most irresponsible vampires anywhere. One fell asleep in plain sunlight, and the other got trapped out God knew where. 

He pulled off his old shirt, replaced it with a new one (looking exactly the same) and then headed outside. The air was warmer than it had been in New Canals. Made sense, being further south, but even so. 

Grady checked three times to make certain that the door was locked. Terese might not be careful about her personal safety, but he definitely did not want to have to explain to his superiors why a vampire had died in his care. 

The small, hick town they had ended up in did not make his mission easy, and he had to wonder how Julian had spent so much time exploring it the previous night. There was a gas station, and he supposed that he could have picked up enough supplies there. But that would require him missing out on his daily breakfast banana. He checked his watch. He still had two hours before he was expected to be on the road again. He had time to scrounge out a grocery store.

Even in a small, two-car town, it should have been easier to find a grocery. After all, any townperson should have been able to direct him to it. But he couldn’t seem to find anybody who was awake.

“Stupid,” he muttered to himself. “I thought farmfolk all woke up before the sun.”

He did find one, finally, about fifteen miles from the motel. The grocery looked about as rundown as their accomodations, all dingy paint and peeling shutters. Still. It should have bananas. 

It did have a small produce section, a few canned goods, and a tiny little aisle of baked goods. In the back was a massive deli section, with more variety of meat and fish than existed in any other part of the store.

It made sense, he supposed. Farm country and all that. It’s not as though many bananas grew in southern Ohio. But there were plenty of cattle farms. So they sold what they made. Still. He wished they grew more fruit.

He picked out the yellowest-looking bunch of bananas (it still had green creeping down the sides, though hopefully not enough to give him diarrhea) and took them to the front cashier. A large, swarthy man stood behind the register. He looked critically at Grady’s purchase: a single bunch of bananas, a bag of bagles, and a pint of milk.

“That it?” he asked. Grady nodded his head. The man shrugged. “Ain’t gonna try none of our meat?”

“Not for breakfast, thanks,” Grady replied. The man began punching in numbers on the register.

“Meat’s good any time,” he said conversationally. “Breakfast sausage, bacon, ham. . .plenty of breakfast meats.”

“No thanks,” Grady replied, shoving a ten dollar bill across the counter. He grabbed his purchases and left, not even bothering to collect his change.

The first thing he did upon reaching the motel was to check on Terese. She was still huddled in the bathtub, fast asleep. She looked none the worse for wear after her brief exposure to the sun, though there would be no way to really know until she woke up.

Still no sign of Julian.

He settled himself down on the bed, broke open the bag of bagels, and turned on the news.

The local channels were all playing kiddie cartoons. Luckily, the dump did get CNN, so he flipped there quickly.

Still a war in the Middle East, still nuclear threats from the Asians, still an outbreak of criminal activity in the mountain region of Kentucky.

“Damn it!” he threw the remaining bagels at the wall when he heard the last, and punched his hand into the bed. He didn’t know what he had been expecting. That, without his interference, the werewolves had just decided to be good little citizens and had stopped the violence and larceny? Not likely. 

He turned the TV off, ripped off his shirt, and prepared to take a shower. When he entered the bathroom, however, he remembered a very small detail.

Terese.

“Fuck!” he yelled again, and stormed out of the bathroom. Why was it that nothing seemed to be going his way?

Of course, since it had to be the worst day he had lived in his entire life, he was also late to his appointment. With a man like Sgt. Moloch, that was never a good thing.

Moloch was a stern-looking man, eternally bitter over the fact that he had never gotten promoted past sergeant, convinced that he deserved to be a general. He still had the close-cropped hair of his army days, and Grady wouldn’t be surprised to learn that he still wore fatigues on his days off. Unable to completely leave the military upon receiving his pension, he had assigned himself to Special Situation Units: perhaps better known among government officials as Vamp Duty.

“O’Connor, why the hell are you late?” Moloch asked. Grady thought he sounded slightly disgruntled. He, however, had no desire to get into particulars with the sergeant.

“Look, you wanna switch places here?” he asked. Moloch glared at him, but declined from speaking. He tried to win the staredown, but Grady had the benefit of knowing what Moloch wanted.

“Okay, we think we found their basic camp,” Moloch said. Grady considered smiling, but thought it might give Moloch a sense of superiority. He restrained himself. Moloch took out a map, and spread it across the small coffee table.  


A large red pen had circled an area, high in the mountains, about forty minutes from Cumberland Gap. A small town was situated just at the outer ring of the pen. Harlan Creek. Swell. At least the point was tiny enough that the town couldn’t have more than just a few hundred inhabitants. Grady scowled. Why the hell was he thinking of these people as victims? Wasn’t his whole purpose in being here to make sure that they didn’t become victims?


“O’Connor,” Moloch barked. Grady pulled his attention back to the other man. “Do you have your crew assembled?”


Grady resisted a strong impulse to roll his eyes. “If by crew you mean myself and one vamp,” he replied. Moloch’s eyes burned into him, and he shifted uncomfortably. 


“You expect to take on an entire pack of werewolves with just yourself and one vamp?” he asked. Grady straightened his spine, not liking the tone of incredulity in the sergeant’s voice.


“My mission here is not to decimate the pack,” he replied. “I’m here to find them, to locate them exactly.”


“Well,” Moloch paused, reached out, and began putting the map away. “I’ve already done that for you. Which means your mission has changed.”


With that, he stood up, saluted brusquely, and walked out the door. Grady stared after the man unbelievingly.


“Oh, shit!” he yelled, standing up himself. A few waitresses turned to stare at him in shock, but he ignored them, running a hand through tangled black hair and striding angrily out. “Fuckin’ holy shit!”


Terese shifted, a little uncomfortable. What was going on with her coffin? A small moan escaped her lips, and she tried to turn to her side, only to find her face pushed into cool, hard plastic. She moaned again, and slowly opened her eyes.


“Linda, if you don’t want to get yourself into trouble, stop making those noises,” a low, gravelly voice warned. Now that was a voice that she definitely recognized. Her eyes flew over and she rolled to her feet in one fluid motion. She glared at the master standing in front of her, only a little surprised to find herself standing in a bathtub.


“Ortega,” she pushed the disdainful name past stiff lips. “What are you doing here?”


“The same thing as you,” he said, languidly stretching his arms and shooting her a sharp-toothed smile. “Hunting werewolves.”


“Well, go home,” she said shortly. Really, how had she ended up in a bathtub? “We don’t need any help.”


“Al contrario,” he said, raising a finger and shaking it at her. “You really think just you and your little police friend can take on an entire pack of werewolves?”


“We’re just supposed to find them,” Terese said. “Besides, we already have a master.”


“If you’re talking about your friend Julian, you might have to rethink that statement,” he said, and his jovial manner abruptly disappeared, replaced by the cold mask of a master vampire. Terese stopped.


“What do you mean by that?” she asked him. He didn’t answer, just stood up from his perch on the toilet and walked out the door. She followed after him hurriedly, her voice rising every time she asked the same question.


Finally, exasperated at the silent treatment that she was receiving, she reached out and grabbed at his arm. “Ortega, I’m not joking, tell me what happened to Jules!”


He spun around, faster than any living creature on earth, grabbed her wrist, and flung her onto the bed. He followed with his own body, pinning her wrists down with his hands, and the length of her torso with his own. She couldn’t move.


“A lesson your master should have taught you,” his voice grated against her ear, and she flung her head angrily from side to side, struggling to escape. As if she had a chance against the strength of a master, she thought bitterly. A tongue snaked out, and gently brushed against her earlobe. “Never question an elder vampire.”


Terese began to squirm even more. This couldn’t be happening! It couldn’t. . .she couldn’t let herself—couldn’t let him—couldn’t. . .she had to get away. She wrenched at her arms, but only succeeded in hurting her own shoulders, twisted her body only to feel the sharp edge of his pelvis grinding into her skin. She could feel him, all of him straining against her, against the barrier of her clothes


“Don’t,” she only managed a quiet whimper. He feel even closer against her, and she could feel his cold passing from his body to her own. His breath whispered against her cheek.


“Don’t be afraid, hermosa,” he whispered. She could feel the slightest edge of stubble against her cheek. It scared her. “I’m very strong, but for you, I can be gentle.”


And he captured her mouth with his own, his tongue invading hers, a gentle rape. She wanted to scream, but her mouth was full of hateful, hateful, hateful him. The knob to the door began to turn. She bit down.


“What the hell is going on here?” Grady roared, at the same time that Vicente sat up over her, still straddling her, but without that sense of menace, yelling “Puta!”


Terese finally managed to squirm her way out of the confines of Vicente’s legs, and fell to the floor, trembling just the tiniest bit. Grady’s eyes swept over the scene, the sight of a half-clothed, pale, shaking Terese, and the stiff, angry mask of Vicente. Terese prayed that he would come to the correct conclusion, and apparently he did as he strode quickly to stand over her, one hand gentling resting against the pistol at his side. His eyes widened a little as he looked at Vicente.


“You!” he exclaimed. Terese looked up at the tableau, recovering herself slightly. Vicente recovered himself instantaneously, the easy, fluid grace returning, and he flashed fang at the parole officer.


“Grady O’Connor,” he inclined his head. “That was a nice move with the sprinklers. I can appreciate the ingenuity.”


Now Terese was interested, and that interest transcended the still-receding terror. “Sprinklers?” she asked. The two men ignored her. 


“Glad you enjoyed it,” O’Connor said. The words ground out of his throat. Terese sighed. She hated the way she could go from the center of attention to practially forgotten in T-minus three seconds. She sighed. Men. Still, she might as well take advantage. Maybe if she looked at them really carefully, she could discover clues. Just like a good detective.


She didn’t really understand where her fear had gone to, but as she looked at Vicente, at the way every button was still done, not a hair out of place, she had the sense that he had no intention of really hurting her. He wanted to scare her, she realized. He wanted that power over her.


He’d achieved it that time, she had to admit. But she was onto him now. He wouldn’t get her a second (third, her brain reminded her) time.


She leaned back against the night table, and looked back at up at the stayed confrontation. O’Connor, she noted abstractedly, had quite a nice ass. He should wear jeans more often, she mused. Much more attractive than those tight polyester contraptions that were apparently part of some atavistic uniform. 


“What the hell are you doing here?” 


Vicente continued with his cold smile, and his eyes darted to Terese, still huddled on the floor. “I just wanted to visit my friend Terese.”


O’Connor’s shoulders shifted. Terese willed him to ignore Vicente, but she knew that on some level the words had gotten through. Still, she knew that she could trust the officer not to give in.


“Okay. You’ve visted. I think it’s time you leave.” Vicente shook his head.


“You’re in over your head, O’Connor.” Vicente said. The garnets hardened, small chips of rock in a bloodless face. “You and I both know it. This isn’t a question of what you want, nor of what I want. It’s a question of what is needed. Me necesitas.”


Now it was getting good. The last vestiges of fear disappearing, Terese grabbed at O’Connor’s pants and pulled herself up. True, she almost toppled him in the process, but the important thing was that she was on her feet again. Vicente’s eyes never left the harsh contours of O’Grady’s face. Terese tugged anxiously at O’Connor’s sleeve.


“Something’s happened to Julian,” she whispered urgently. He tried to pull his arm out of her grasp, but she continued her attack of his shoulder. “O’Connor, are you listening to me? He knows. He knows.”


Vicente glanced over at her. Terese had to admit that, despite all of her resolve, he still frightened her. 
The tableau held for a long moment. A frightened young vampire, a hardened master, and a human cop, staring one another down. If it came to an actual confrontation, Terese had no doubt as to who would win. Her own strength was no match, and O’Connor couldn’t even be counted on to get in a punch. 

Abruptly O’Connor’s shoulders collapsed, his entire demeanor fell. “All right, you win,” he said lowly. “We do need you, and you damn well know it.”

Vicente smiled, baring row upon row of sharp, tightly filed fangs. “Glad to see you finally are following your common sense. Sounds like it’s time for us to cazar some werewolves.”

O’Connor still wore that defeatist attitude, but Terese refused to just be subdued. As long as she had someone with her, Vicente couldn’t scare her, not when she was certain that he wouldn’t be doing that. Anything else was fine, anything else she could bear. And very well might have to, she admitted to herself wryly. 

“Nice dramatic opener,” Terese said snidely. “But do you actually have a plan?”

“Even better,” Vicente said, showing her fang once again. “I have a map.”

